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TOM RODERICK has been executive director of Educators for Social Responsibility Metro-

politan Area (ESR Metro) since 1983. Started by educators concerned about the danger
of nuclear war, the organization focused first on issues ofwar and peace in the nuclear age.
In 1985, Mr. Roderick cofounded the Resolving Conflict Creatively Program (RCCP), a
collaboration of ESR Metro and the New York City Board of Education. Nationally recognized as one of the most effective and sustained school-based conflict resolution programs in the country, the RCCP has provided intensive professional development for
thousands of teachers, who have in turn instructed hundreds of thousands of youngsters
(grades preK-12) in New York City and 12 other sites around the country. ESR Metro's
other programs include: The 4Rs (Reading, Writing, Respect, and Resolution), which
integrates conflict resolution into the language arts curriculum, grades K-5; the Nuclear
Education and Action Project; and the Economic Justice Education Project.
Before joining ESRMetro, Mr. Roderick served the parent-controlled East Harlem
Block Schools as teacher-director of the elementary school. His book about the Block
Schools., Power to the Parents: The Story ofthe East Harlem Block Nurseries, will be available
from Teachers College Press in the fall of 2001.
Mr. Roderick grew up in Akron and Cuyahoga Falls, Ohio. He got involved in the
civil rights movement at Yale University in the early 1960s, and his work in organizing
volunteer tutoring programs for African-American children in Akron, New Haven, and
Philadelphia led him into education. Mr. Roderick has a B.A. from Yale and an M.S. in
Education from Bank Street College. He and Maxine Phillips, managing editor of Dissent Magazine, have been married for 20 years. They live in Manhattan with their daughters, Emma Rose, 16, and Anne Marie, 12.
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nee in Chelm, the mythical village of the East European Jews, a man was

appointed to sit at the village gate and wait for the coming of the Messiah.
He complained to the village elders that his pay was too low. "You are
right," they said to him, "the pay is low. But consider: the work is steady."The same
is true of my work of teaching for justice, peace, and social responsibility.
Thirty-three years ago this spring, I was finishing up my year in the master's
program at Bank Street College. At that time, the College was actually located in
Greenwich Village on Bank Street. The big issues of the day were racism, violence,
and war. The summer of 1965 had seen the first major escalation of the Vietnam
War and the riot in Watts, Los Angeles, in which 34 people died, all African
Americans killed by the police. Charlotte Winsor taught a course called "Cultural
Trends." I was part of a group of students who worked with Charlotte to organize
a series offorums on the Vietnam War. A high point was getting SDS activist Tom
Hayden to speak, fresh from his controversial visit to Hanoi.
Despite the grim events in the wide world, I had a wonderful year at Bank
Street. John Niemeyer was President. My teachers included Barbara Biber, Ibby
Gilkeson, Dorothy Cohen, and Claudia Lewis. Virginia Schoenborg created a climate
ofwarmth and support in our advisory group. I student taught at P.S. 175 and P.S. 92
in Harlem. I enjoyed my fellow students, some ofwhom became friends for life. I can't
imagine a better introduction to New York City and to my chosen profession.
A third of a century later, racism, violence, and war are still key issues. The
sad events of the past few months weigh heavily on our minds and hearts: the
police pumping 41 bullets into the body of Amadou Diallo, ethnic cleansing in
Kosovo, the NATO bombing, and the bloody massacre at Columbine High School
in Littleton, Colorado.
I learned last week that the Littleton school system had conflict resolution
programs, and a number of other progressive programs as well, until six years ago
when back-to-basics folks gained control of the school board and eliminated '(he
programs. Would conflict resolution have prevented the tragedy at Columbine High
School? We'll never know. I can say, though, that the school conflict resolution
programs sponsored by my organization, Educators for Social Responsibility Metro
Area (ESR Metro), try to address the underlying conditions that set the stage for
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the massacre: a school culture characterized by antagonistic cliques, winners and
losers, insults, ridicule, and resentment. The lessons of Columbine are clear: High
schools must be smaller and more personal; we need to pay much more attention to
how kids treat each other; and school staff and students need to take more responsibility for creating a school culture based on tolerance and mutual respect.
Six years ago ESR Metro initiated a major scientific study of our Resolving
Conflict Creatively Program (RCCP). One of the largest evaluations of a schoolbased conflict resolution program, the study involved 5,000 children and 300 teachers from 15 New York City public elementary schools over a two-year period {199496). The results are now in. According to a recent report by the Columbia University researchers {Aber et al., 1999) who conducted the evaluation:
Compared with children who received little or no instruction, children who
received substantial instruction in the RCCP curriculum developed more positively. They saw their social world in a less hostile way, had a greater tendency
to see violence as unacceptable, and were more likely to choose nonviolent
competent ways of resolving conflict rather than aggressive ones. They also
did better academically. Our study is part of a growing body of scientific evidence that school conflict resolution programs can work. (pp. 1-20)

We have the know-how to address the underlying causes of the school
shootings and turn the situation around. The question is: Do we have the will? I
don't have to tell you that in New York City we're facing a back-to-basics movement of our own. Obsessed with raising academic achievement as measured by
high-stakes tests, too many superintendents, principals, and teachers are running
scared, teaching to the tests, and pushing everything else to the margins. After
Columbine, I'm sensing renewed interest in our work. But from newspaper and
television reports, I gather there's even greater interest in metal detectors. The
allure of technology is great. Americans are as addicted to high-tech solutions to
complex human problems as they are to violence. So we'll have to see.
\
Meanwhile, let's stop wondering- naively, ingenuously- how these
shootings could happen here. They can happen here because our leaders model
violent responses to complex human problems, as they are doing now in Yugoslavia with disastrous results. They can happen here because there are 200 million
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hand guns in this country. They can happen here because violence is glorified in
television, movies, and children's games.
Conflict is inherent in the human condition. Violence is not. Violence is
something you learn. Columbine can happen because we are a violent people, and
we are teaching our children well.
I'm proud of the success we've had in teaching peace, in helping youngsters
see alternatives to violence for dealing with conflict. But after the events of the past
few months, it's clear that we have a long way to go.
What keeps me going? What keeps me doing this all-too-steady work?
Three things come to mind. The first is anger. Underlying my work for social
change is a deep well of anger, a powerful sense of indignation at the suffering of
innocent people. There is a scene in The Plague by Albert Camus (1948) in which
a child dies a horrible death from the plague. Paneloux, a priest, and Dr. Rieux, the
book's narrator and main character, have done all they could to reduce the child's
suffering. After the child dies, Paneloux tries to comfort Rieux. "Perhaps we should
love what we cannot understand," he says.
"No, Father," Rieux replies. "I've a very different idea oflove. And until my
dying day I shall refuse to accept a scheme of things in which children are put to
torture" (pp. 196-7).
When I read that scene as a sophomore in college, I knew immediately
what my life would be about: I decided to join Dr. Rieux as one of those who,
"unable to be saints but refusing to bow down to pestilences, strive their utmost to
be healers" (p. 278).
Looking back, I realize that I fled Ohio (where I grew up) and eventually
came to New York City, in part because I was fascinated by the way people in this
city openly expressed their anger, their pain, and their joy rather than hiding it
under a veneer of "niceness" as we tended to do in Ohio. New York hasn't disappointed me. It's given me more reasons to be angry than I would ever have found
in Ohio, and lots of options for expressing my anger!
Over the years I've learned to distinguish between "the small stuff" and the
situations truly deserving of my indignation. The kind of anger I'm talking about
has nothing to do with pettiness or meanness or spite. As Allen Wheelis (1973)
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wrote in his helpful little book How People Change:
It is the passion of the doer who will not let his work be swept aside. It hurts
no one, it asserts life.... Its opposite is not love but weakness. . .. IfI have
something to say and mean it I must stand behind it, must mobilize a dark
and deep-running anger to protect it. (pp.78-79)
Like Myles Horton, late founder of the Highlander School, which has provided popular education and training to social activists since the 1920s, I've also
learned to pace myself, to let my anger burn slowly and steadily, like hot coals that
are banked by being covered with ashes so that they don't burn out and are there
when you need them-because we're in this work for the long haul.
The second thing that keeps me going is my belief in miracles. Yes, sometimes wonderful and completely unexpected things happen. Consider this: You
may remember that when the Gulf War ended, there was a ticker-tape parade in
lower Manhattan. CEOs were asked to chip in money from their companies to
support the parade. I got a call from Hildy Simmons ofJP Morgan and Company.
She summoned my colleague, Linda Lantieri, and me to a meeting at her office on
Wall Street, but said she couldn't tell me what it was about. When we were seated
in her office with its grand view of the New York harbor, she told us that Dennis
Weatherstone, the CEO of Morgan, had been asked to contribute to the parade
but had refused. He had decided he wanted to make a more sustained contribution
to peace, and therefore the company was making a donation of $100,000 to support our Resolving Conflict Creatively Program!
Consider this: In 1989, the Cold War ended with the relatively peaceful
dissolution of the Soviet Union. As a result, we have what Jonathan Schell has
called "a gift of time": our best opportunity in many decades to reevaluate our
policies about nuclear weapons and seriously consider even their abolition. In the
early 1980s, with the arms race wildly escalating, who could have predicted such
an outcome?
'
Does it seem impossible that we could abolish nuclear weapons? Consider
this: For centuries, slavery was actually viewed as a progressive force (by the people
doing the enslaving, of course); it was seen as an instrument of human progress. But
during a period of a couple of decades that bridged the 18th and 19th centuries, a
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momentous historical shift in consciousness occurred. Over a couple of decades, the
prevailing view changed so that people came to see slavery as retrograde and immoral, and movements for abolition gained wide support. I could give many other
examples. Miracles like these are possible only because oflots of quiet, nitty-gritty,
behind-the-scenes work by folks like you and me. It's about waiting, but not a passive form of waiting for the Messiah or Godot to come. It's the active kind of waiting teachers and gardeners do when they work hard to prepare the ground, plant
seeds, keep weeds and bugs and birds away, and nurture the seeds as they germinate
and grow and develop. Beneath the surface of these miracles was lots ofsteadyworkmillions of small interactions, discussions, ideas, gestures, small acts of courage.
One of my favorite New Yorker cartoons shows Don Qiixote on his horse,
lance in hand. Before him is a windmill that has been completely demolished. He
says to his partner, "It's only a matter of timing and foot work." Rosa Parks' refusal
to sit down on the bus was not a spontaneous act by a tired seamstress, but a
conscious act of a seasoned activist whose organization had been looking for the
right person, place, and time to take a stand. It was a matter of timing and footwork, if you will (Morris, 1984, p. 51).
A third thing that keeps me going is community. It's fun to create community, to bring people together and get them working in a liberating way. This is
what we did at the East Harlem Block Schools-the parent-controlled storefront
schools where I worked for many years. Over the years, we introduced many progressive ideas and practices. But looking back, we've come to the conclusion that
what really made the schools so effective in transforming people's lives was community: a group of people of diverse backgrounds caring about each other over a
long period of time. Our conflict resolution programs in the schools aim to help
educators create community in their classrooms and schools. There is another
kind of community from which we can draw strength as well. It is the community
that stretches back in time, and includes all of those who have fought for justi~e,
worked for peace, fostered democracy. I'm speaking here not only of the wellknown visionaries, teachers, and activists, but of the peace builders, the so-called
ordinary people who do their best to be brave and loving and steadfast, day-in and
day-out. All of these people - the famous and not so famous - are part of what
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George Eliot called "the choir invisible."Their lives are over, but they live on in our
memories, enriching our lives and inspiring us. The members of the choir invisible
include my parents as well as such giants as Jesus, Gandhi, Camus, and King.
I'm always reading a biography of someone or other. And the book I'm now
completing about the East Harlem Block Schools is an attempt to contribute the
Block Schools' story to this rich tradition. Of course, reading the biographies of
outstanding visionaries and activists can lead to feelings of inadequacy as well as
inspiration. More than once I have asked myself, why am I not a Gandhi, a Lincoln, a King? But I've come to see that it's not about comparing myself to others.
We need not audition for the choir invisible. Each of us has his own unique gifts
and limitations. As Peter Laarman put it in a sermon at Judson Church, "the right
response to a distinguished past is not anxiety or intimidation but a joyful willingness to strip down for the action required in our own time and place ... Are we as
smart as they were? Are we as strong? Are we as courageous? These are the wrong
questions. The only question is, will we be faithful?"Will we show up day after day,
and keep on fighting the good fight in the best way we know how?
And so, as you begin your career in education, or continue your work, empowered by the knowledge, the credentials, and the support you have gained from
Bank Street College, I wish you four things:
• a warm, challenging community that will surround you, inspire you,
and need you;
• miracles, which you can help bring about through your ingenuity in
planting seeds and your patience in waiting for them to bear fruit;
• anger, well-banked to last a lifetime so that it's ready, when needed, to
flare up against injustice;
• and, finally, I wish you ... steady work!
\
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